











































"It smells like a thousand angels marching"
Citation for published version:
Willis, LD 2018, '"It smells like a thousand angels marching": The salvific sensorium in Rio de Janeiro's
western subúrbios', Cultural Anthropology, vol. 33, no. 2, pp. 325-349. https://doi.org/10.14506/ca33.2.10
Digital Object Identifier (DOI):
10.14506/ca33.2.10
Link:
Link to publication record in Edinburgh Research Explorer
Document Version:




Copyright for the publications made accessible via the Edinburgh Research Explorer is retained by the author(s)
and / or other copyright owners and it is a condition of accessing these publications that users recognise and
abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.
Take down policy
The University of Edinburgh has made every reasonable effort to ensure that Edinburgh Research Explorer
content complies with UK legislation. If you believe that the public display of this file breaches copyright please
contact openaccess@ed.ac.uk providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately and
investigate your claim.
Download date: 17. Aug. 2021
CULTURAL
ANTHROPOLOGY
CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY, Vol. 33, Issue 2, pp. 324–348, ISSN 0886-7356, online ISSN 1548-1360.  American 
Anthropological Association 2018. Cultural Anthropology journal content published since 2014 is freely available to 
download, save, reproduce, and transmit for noncommercial, scholarly, and educational purposes. Reproduction and transmission 
of journal content for the above purposes should credit the author and original source. Use, reproduction, or distribution of 
journal content for commercial purposes requires additional permissions from the American Anthropological Association; please 
contact permissions@americananthro.org. DOI: 10.14506/ca33.2.10
“IT SMELLS LIKE A THOUSAND ANGELS
MARCHING”: The Salvific Sensorium in Rio de
Janeiro’s Western Subúrbios
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The density of the fragrance lands on our lips. They curl. We smell it as
we breathe, the odors lodging themselves in our nostril membranes, coating the
delicate scroll-shaped bones that make up the human nose. Milene, a devout
Pentecostal believer (crente), purrs a short prayer in response to the rising fumes.
Half of Milene’s body disappears into a big blue fifty-five-gallon barrel of thick
liquid fragrance. She draws a large scoop with a spouted jug she has cut from the
bottom third of an old plastic bottle and then appears again. She pours the liquid
gently through a funnel, also repurposed, down some green plastic tubing. The
viscous, bright white substance seems to move rather idly down the tube, and at
times Milene has to coax it by jiggling the hose or whispering it a little prayer of
encouragement. The plastic tubing is feeding the fragrance into a reused two-liter
soda bottle that we have already filled with one part water and one part bleach.
The first steps—filling up the bottles with bleach and water—are easier, as bleach
and water are cheap and plentiful. It’s the fragrance we don’t want to lose a drop
of. Milene is careful and practiced in her movements and, this morning, we do
not lose any of the fragrance in transfer. Its strong fumes swirl, burning my eyes
and nose. The smell coats our tongues, where fragrance mingles with spit, so that
we taste it.
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W e ar e t uc k e d i nt o a s mall  w or ks h o p, o nl y acc essi bl e via t h e kitc h e n, i n
Mil e n e’s s elf-c o nstr uct e d h o us e i n a s mall c o m m u nit y i n t h e  w est er n s ub úrbios of
Ri o d e Ja n eir o, Brazil. 1 W e ar e  ma ki n g a fra gra nt disi nf ecta nt f or h o us e h ol d
cl ea ni n g t hat  Mil e n e a n d h er fa mil y s ell i n P e nt ec ostal- o w n e d s h o ps i n s urr o u n di n g
c o m m u niti es.  Wit h  m or e t ha n t w o h u n dr e d b ottl es of disi nf ecta nt at o ur f e et a n d
stac k e d as hi g h as o ur  waists,  Mil e n e s p ea ks t o t h e fra gra nc e as if it  w er e a n
e m b o di e d f or m. S h e s p ea ks t o it i n a ki n d of g e ntl e r eli gi o us orat or y, s u bsta ntiall y
m or e r etic e nt t ha n a t y pical  C haris matic pra y er. S h e c oa x es it li g htl y, as y o u
mi g ht s p ea k t o a s mall c hil d i n n e e d of g e ntl e e nc o ura g e m e nt.  As t h e fra gra nc e
m o v es al o n g, s h e e x hal es a n d  w his p ers: “ T his is di vi n e [ divi no ].” T h e n  Mil e n e
pass es o n e e n d of t h e t u b e t o  m e  w hil e pi nc hi n g t h e ot h er. I n a q uic k  m o v e, s h e
p o ps t h e li d o n t h e t o p of t h e b ottl e a n d s ha k es t h e latt er vi g or o usl y.  H er e, s h e
a gitat es it all t o g et h er: fra gra nc e, bl eac h,  wat er, pra y er, br eat h.
W e d o n ot  w ear gl o v es as  w e b ottl e, a n d e v e n a littl e bit of li q ui d o n t h e
s ki n b ur ns. I as k  Mil e n e if s h e has e v er t h o u g ht of l o o ki n g f or diff er e nt,  m or e
s ec ur e  w or k,  ma y b e  w or k i n t h e ce ntro? “ N o,” s h e r es p o n ds s har pl y, gi vi n g  m e a
stra n g e l o o k. S h e ta k es a n ot h er d e e p br eat h of fra gra nc e. “ T his fra gra nc e is gi v e n
b y  G o d,” s h e sa ys, “t h es e t hi n gs  G o d s ets i n o ur pat h ar e di vi n e.  G o d is o ur cra dl e.
T his  w or k is  m e i n  G o d’s ar ms.”
Mil e n e’s r e b u k e of  m y q u esti o n a n d h er d e fia nt ass erti o n t hat t h e li q ui d
fra gra nc e is a gift fr o m  G o d s e e ms at o d ds  wit h  w hat s h e k n o ws I alr ea d y k n o w
a b o ut t h e fra gra nc e.  W hat  w e ar e  mi xi n g is a  wast e pr o d uct ta k e n fr o m t h e
fact or y of a  w ell- k n o w n i nt er nati o nal fra gra nc e a n d a v or c o m pa n y,  wit h  m ulti pl e
billi o ns of d ollars i n gl o bal sal es a n n uall y, strat e gicall y plac e d i n  Ri o’s s ub úrbios.
Mil e n e’s h us ba n d E nz o  w or ks t h e gra v e yar d s hift  mi xi n g p erf u m e, a n d h e occa-
si o nall y a n d s urr e ptiti o usl y r e m o v es t h e discar d e d fra gra nc e  wast e aft er his s hift
e n ds. If E nz o  was sli g htl y u ns ur e a b o ut t h e arra n g e m e nt,  Mil e n e k n e w strai g ht
a wa y  w hat h e ha d u nc o v er e d. F or  w h e n  Mil e n e s m ell e d it, s h e  was  wit h o ut d o u bt:
it  was pe d aços de gr aç a, pi ec es of grac e.  G o d’s grac e s et i n t h eir pat h.  A  m ea ns t o
c o nstr uct a f ut ur e. It  was als o hi g hl y c o nc e ntrat e d; o n e kil o of t his fra gra nc e
w o ul d t y picall y  ma k e a b o ut o n e h u n dr e d fift y- millilit er b ottl es of p erf u m e,  w hic h
m ea ns t hat t h e fift y- fi v e gall o ns t h e c o u pl e has o n ha n d (a b o ut t w o h u n dr e d kil os)
c o ul d b e us e d t o  ma k e a b o ut t w e nt y t h o usa n d b ottl es of p erf u m e.  Mil e n e’s fra-
gra nt disi nf ecta nt is hi g hl y s o u g ht aft er. It is a pr o d uct t hat d eftl y  m o v es t hr o u g h
t h e s ub úrbios, d esir e d b y  ma n y: t h e  wast e o ws o utsi d e t h e fact or y, is p o ur e d i nt o
b ottl es, a n d t h e n r eac h es p e o pl e’s h o m es via ti g ht- k nit P e nt ec ostal n et w or ks. It
is p er ha ps n ot s ur prisi n g t hat i nti mac y  wit h  G o d  w o ul d occ ur h er e i n t h e f or m
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of a p o p ular, fra gra nt cl ea ni n g disi nf ecta nt. Sc e nt is n ot tri vial i n t h e s ub úrbios:
t his pi ec e of  Ri o’s  ma p is oft e n d e fi n e d b y its lac k of cl ea nli n ess.  Ac ut e  wat er
s h orta g es pla g u e t h e n ei g h b or h o o ds, a n d t h e y ar e  wit h o ut basic  mat erial i nfra-
str uct ur es. I n d e e d, i n  Ri o d e Ja n eir o a n d ot h er citi es i n Brazil, t h e t er m s ub úrbio,
li k e f avel a, r e pr es e nts n ot j ust a d e fici e nc y of i nfrastr uct ur e a n d s er vic es b ut als o
r ef er e nc es t h e blac k p e o pl e  w h o li v e i n t h e m.  Hist oricall y, a n d still t o da y, t h e
lar g er s oci et y u n d ersta n ds t h es e c o m m u niti es as raciall y i nf eri or. T h e p e o pl e  w h o
li v e t h er e ar e d escri b e d as i m m oral a n d u ncl ea n i n b ot h c haract er a n d b o d y
(Da Matta 1 9 8 1 , 1 9 9 5 ; G ol dst ei n 2 0 0 3 ; Fisc h er 2 0 0 4 , 2 0 0 8 ; V el os o 2 0 1 0 ; P err y
2 0 1 3 ; R ot h- G or d o n 2 0 1 3 ; Al v es 2 0 1 4 ; Mc Ca n n 2 0 1 4 ; Ara új o 2 0 1 6 ; S mit h 2 0 1 6 ).
Bas e d o n al m ost t hr e e y ears of et h n o gra p hic r es earc h c o n d uct e d i n  Ri o d e
Ja n eir o’s s ub úrbios, t his articl e c o nsi d ers h o w t h e discar d e d c o m es t o  matt er i n
Ri o (s e e Millar 2 0 1 4 ), a n d t h e  wa ys i n  w hic h P e nt ec ostalis m,  mar gi ns, s m ells,
a n d s oa ps ar e p ut t o  w or k t o c o nstr uct n e w ki n ds of aff ecti v e s pac e ( O’ N eill
2 0 1 3 ).  W hat e na bl es s o m et hi n g li k e r e p ur p os e d  wast e t o b ec o m e “ pi ec es of
grac e” — a di vi n el y gi v e n fra gra nc e —is t h e lar g er st or y of t h e s patial a n d racial
p olitics a n d t e m p oraliti es of t h e cit y its elf ( Var gas 2 0 0 6 , 2 0 1 3 ; Al v es 2 0 1 4 ; Al v es
a n d  Var gas 2 0 1 7). I c o nsi d er  Ri o’s racializ e d ur ba n la n dsca p e a n d h o w it is s e ns e d,
a n d  ma d e s e ns e of,  wit hi n t h e cit y’s hist or y a n d pr es e nt.
T o d o s o, I l o o k t o  w hat I call t h e s alvi fic se nsori u m. T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m
is a ki n d of s e ns e d s pac e a n d t errit or y t hat e xists b y e n ga gi n g t h e s e ns es  wit h a
di vi n e alt erit y t hat r ec o n fi g ur es  w ort h a n d t e m p oral bi n ds. It is aff ecti v el y g e n-
erati v e, if e eti n gl y s o: a n e p h e m eral e ma nci pati o n fr o m s pac es of d e ni grati o n
a n d o p pr essi o n.  W or ki n g fr o m La ur e n B erla nt’s ( 2 0 1 1 , 2 3) n oti o n of o pti mis m
as a cl ust er of “attac h m e nts” t hat oft e n  wi n ds u p as cr u elt y i n dis g uis e, I s u g g est
t hat t h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m is ca paci o us e n o u g h t o b e o p e n t o b ot h o pti mis m a n d
its cr u elti es.  N o b o d y li es or tri es t o hi d e t h e  wa ys t hat di vi n e fra gra nc e b ur ns,
or  w hat its s m ell att e m pts t o  mas k.  Rat h er, t h e fra gra nc e’s b ur n is p ut t o  w or k
t o d escri b e h o w t h e d esir e f or t h e di vi n e —a n d t h e r eas o n b e hi n d t hat d esir e —
is als o r o u g h a n d pr o bl e matic.  Ma y b e e v e n t o xic, li k e c h e mical r u n off t ur n e d
h o us e h ol d s oa p.
I u n pac k all of t his et h n o gra p hicall y. I n t h e first s ecti o n of t his articl e I
disc uss t h e c o nc e pt of t h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m b y c o nsi d eri n g t h e li n ka g es b et w e e n
s e ns or y e x p eri e nc e a n d aff ect, dra wi n g o n t h e  w or k of f e mi nist aff ect t h e or y
(S e d g wic k 2 0 0 3 ; St e wart 2 0 0 7 ; A h m e d 2 0 1 0 ; B erla nt 2 0 1 1 ; O’ N eill 2 0 1 5 ). I n
t h e s ec o n d s ecti o n I t hi n k a b o ut t h e  wa ys rac e a n d s m ell g et i nt ert wi n e d,  w or ki n g
fr o m t h e basis t hat rac e c o nstit ut es a s yst e m of r elati o ns pr e dicat e d o n  w hit e
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supremacy. Race, constructed and experienced in innite ways, is at least partly
linked to the sensorial constructions of people and places. The racialization of
smell is both symbolic and material. This becomes obvious when we consider
that whiteness in Rio is almost always rendered as sensorially neutral or blank.
In the third section I show how the historical and present-day congurations of
Rio’s urban space, real estate, and infrastructure development systematically dis-
enfranchise black Brazilian communities, producing a conception of the subúrbios
as a repugnant periphery dened by dirty people and wasted space. In the nal
sections I consider the way in which the salvic sensorium rearranges the expe-
rience of the subúrbios themselves. I make the case for the salvic sensorium as a
sensed space that matters. It is, I contend, a generative and affective space that
afrms worth in a city designed and managed to denigrate black communities.
AFFECTS, SENSORIA, SMELLS
An attention to the Pentecostal sensorium—to “cultures of sensation” (Bra-
hinsky 2012, 216)—has emerged as an important point of departure for many
anthropologists concerned with religious experience (Luhrmann 2004; Luhrmann,
Nusbaum, and Thisted 2010; Brahinsky 2012, 2013; de Witte 2013). A dening
characteristic of Charismatic Pentecostal faith is the work and practice required
to have a visceral, sensorially intense experience of the divine, and often of the
Holy Spirit specically. Tanya Luhrmann’s (2004, 2012) ethnographic work shows
how Charismatic Pentecostals in the United States cultivate very specic bodily
practices to invite and receive the Holy Spirit. She argues that sensing God seems
to take a certain kind of talent and training to have the experience of “absorption,”
a sensory experience of God’s presence (see Luhrmann, Nusbaum, and Thisted
2010). Similarly, in the ethnographic work of Josh Brahinsky (2012, 217), the
Pentecostal sensorium is described as “a contested realm that nurtures some prac-
tices and distinctions while starving, rejecting or desiccating others,” dependent
on prudently cultivated and nurtured “body logics” that act as “portable sensory
dynamics.” Particular sensorial experiences are privileged over others in a “politics
of authentication” (de Witte 2013, 63), where the experience of God is often
tested via perceived “tactile sensations.”
Here, though, I am not just interested in how sensory work and experience
allow Pentecostals to have a connection to God, but in the affective space and
emotional experience that a Pentecostal sensorium makes possible. I thus draw
on the work of Kevin Lewis O’Neill (2013, 2015), whose research on Pentecos-
talism and religious piety in Guatemala offers an ethnographic account of the ways
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in which religious experience becomes tied to the affective sensations experienced
across bodies and spaces. O’Neill (2015, 209) unfolds how affect is a sensation
making “legible a series of spaces that are not necessarily territorial but that are
nonetheless deeply political.” The production of affective space “prompts an in-
terest in the politics of felt difference: between whiteness and the racialized other;
between the saved and the sinner; between life and death . . . a politically charged
spatial divide made legible through a visceral and deeply political kind of disgust”
(O’Neill 2013, 1104).
This political and emotional condition of affect is important. Sara Ahmed
(2010, 13) characterizes her approach as a “feminist cultural studies of emotion
and affect.” For Ahmed, along with Eve Sedgwick (2003), Kathleen Stewart
(2007), and Lauren Berlant (2011), feelings and emotions direct bodies through
the world. Affects, then, organize how bodies navigate and move. In a feminist
conception of affect, the latter cannot be undone from emotion, because as Ahmed
(2004, 39) writes, “this analytic distinction between affect and emotion risks
cutting emotions off from the lived experiences of being and having a body.”
Stewart’s (2007) Ordinary Affects picks up on this emotionally charged and
sensorially rich way that bodies move within and encounter the world. Building
from Berlant’s notion of optimistic attachments, Stewart (2010, 339, 340) sug-
gests that these affective attachments suffuse and constitute “worldings,” or what
she calls the “bloom space.” For Stewart, this bloom space is process across space:
an affective saturation of the body in specic landscapes of power and history, or
across bodies and worlds. In her words, “an allure and a threat that shows up in
ordinary sensibilities of not knowing what compels, not being able to sit still,
being exhausted, being left behind or being ahead of the curve, being in history,
being in a predicament, being ready for something—anything—to happen, or
orienting yourself to the goal of making sure that nothing (more) will happen”
(Stewart 2010, 340). For both Stewart and Berlant, this magnetism is sensual.
The body is snifng, glaring, eavesdropping—moving through the world not as
a contained subject, but as a feeling body that must move and attach itself through
landscapes in which power surges and amuses itself across bodies. Here, the bloom
space resembles the body reading the atmosphere in a room (Brennan 2004, 1),
but queered, as Sara Ahmed (2010) explains. The atmosphere is not a unidirectional
force that impedes the body. Rather, the body is always already something; it
arrives “moody,” and that moody body is then folded into spheres and regimes
of possibility, the “messiness of the experiential, the unfolding of bodies into
worlds . . . how we are touched by what comes near” (Ahmed 2010, 40, 22).
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Nic h olas S ha pir o’s ( 2 0 1 5) w or k li n ki n g t o xicit y, at m os p h er es, a n d aff ects is cr ucial
h er e.  Writi n g o n t h e  wa ys i n  w hic h b o di es ar e al wa ys e nta n gl e d i n t h eir at m o-
s p h er es a n d c o m p ell e d i nt o d oi n g t h e first- or d er s e ns or y  w or k of e nc o u nt eri n g
t o xic la n dsca p es, S ha pir o ( 2 0 1 5 , 3 6 9) n ot es t h e s p eci fic e nta n gl e m e nts of b o di es
a n d p oll uta nts i n “lat e i n d ustrial  mat erial ec ol o gi es,” as  w ell as t h e  wa ys i n  w hic h
e x p os ur e is oft e n n ot a n e m er g e nc y, b ut a sl o w- pac e d,  m u n da n e e nc o u nt er  wit h
t o xic l ea ka g es.
W h e n Sara  A h m e d  writ es a b o ut aff ect a n d “ w hat c o m es n ear” s h e is s p ea ki n g
lit erall y, t o o.  As S ha pir o ( 2 0 1 5) n ot es,  w hat c o m es n ear us is a b o ut t h e circ ulati o n
of b o di es a n d  mat erials i n s pac es t hat ar e str uct ur e d i n partic ular  wa ys.  Mil e n e
li v es a n d  ma k es disi nf ecta nt i n a s ub úrbio o p e n t o t h e l ea ka g es of i n d ustrial a n d
lat e-li b eral  wast e.  As S hara d  C hari ( 2 0 1 7) writ es, t his is lif e a mi d t o xicit y, “a
p olitics of d w elli n g i n t h e d etrit us of racial ca pitalis m, a n d a r eac hi n g f or t h e
p o etr y of t h e f ut ur e” (s e e als o P o vi n elli 2 0 1 7 ; S ha pir o a n d  Kir ks e y 2 0 1 7 ).
T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m is a ki n d of at m os p h er e e nc o u nt er e d t hr o u g h a c ul-
ti vat e d c oll ecti o n of s e ns ual pr oc ess es.  W h e n  Mil e n e br eat h es i n t h e ar o ma of
di vi n e fra gra nc e a n d la b ors al o n gsi d e  G o d, s h e s e ns es a n d t h e n f e els s o m et hi n g
diff er e nt, s o m et hi n g t hat s ets h er a part as c h os e n a n d  w ort h y, c o n fir mi n g h er
attai n m e nt of t h e call-a n d-r es p o ns e r elati o ns hi p t hat  ma n y P e nt ec ostals ai m t o
ha v e  wit h  G o d (s e e R o b bi ns 2 0 0 4a , 2 0 0 4 b ).2 T h e aff ecti v e s e nsati o n of  w ort hi n ess
a n d s ec urit y  ma k es s e ns e s p eci ficall y b eca us e of t h e hist orical a n d racial hist ori es
t hat s ha p e t h e s ub úrbios a n d d e fi n e t h e m as a n yt hi n g b ut  w ort h y a n d s ec ur e. I us e
t h e t er m se nsori u m t o g et at t his f elt s pac e of  w ort h, r e n d er e d t hr o u g h aff ecti v e
attac h m e nts a n d  w hat bl o o ms i n r es p o ns e t o t h e m. I us e t h e c o nc e pt of t h e sal vi fic
s e ns ori u m t o ti e t h es e t hr ea ds t o g et h er partl y b eca us e of its li g ht n ess a n d e p h e m-
eral q ualit y, a bit li k e t h e s m ell of di vi n e disi nf ecta nt. It is  wafti er t ha n a  w orl d
or  w orl di n g. T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m is a f or m of s e ns e d s pac e t hat s e e ms t o ball o o n
i nt o e xist e nc e via c ulti vat e d s e ns orial  w or k. T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m  ma k es f or a
s e ns e d e ma nci pati o n fr o m t h e s pac es  w h er e  ma n y ha v e b e e n st uc k a n d a ba n d o n e d,
e v e n if t hat e ma nci pati o n is d e e pl y c o n diti o nal. It is a sa vi n g — s alvi fic— e x p eri-
e nc e.  W h e n y o u ar e i n it, y o u f e el  w ort h y, lift e d a b o v e t h e fra y of t h e visi bl e
w orl d.  C o n v ers el y,  w h e n it  wit h ers, d e at es, or s u d d e nl y p o ps, y o u ca n f e el l ost,
c ol d, a n d u nt o uc ha bl e.  W hil e t h e ur g e t o r esi d e i n  G o d’s ar ms is r o ot e d i n
i n di vi d ual a n d c oll ecti v e hist ori es of vi ol e nc e a n d g o v er na nc e b y a ba n d o n m e nt,
t h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m is oft e n stra n g el y at e m p oral. B y  ma ki n g di vi n e disi nf ecta nt
or d oi n g s o m et hi n g as si m pl e as partici pati n g i n a  C haris matic pra y er circl e,
b eli e v ers e x plai n t hat t h e y ar e s earc hi n g f or t h e w hoos h . T his is a s e ns e t hat is
CULTURAL ANTHROPOLOGY 33:2
330
often described by sighing deeply while making a whooshing noise as one’s arms
and shoulders relax and one’s body tips forward, much like letting down a heavy
load. Believers describe that bodily exhale and lightness as a stretch of time in
which they are swept above the fray. Swept away from the historical and present
conditions of violence that have dened them and their spaces.
But those who describe this experience are also keenly aware of its vulner-
ability. In my effort to give their descriptions form, I risk trying to hold still
something essentially ephemeral in its composition. The salvic sensorium wafts,
hardens, dissipates, and returns, dependent on a multitude of spatial sensations,
distinctions, and tangible things like waste fragrance and recycled bottles. It is
there and then not there. The feeling of lightness might linger for a moment, an
evening, maybe even months, but the salvic sensorium is not rm. Rather, this
sensorium—like a good perfume or the stench of feces—is in and out, very much
there and then completely gone, simply a recollection until—whoosh—there it is
back again, an emotional assault.
Whoosh, here is that feeling of being worthy.
Whoosh, here is that feeling of being desperately worthless again.
The salvic sensorium is a hopeful place, even if believers often experience
hope as pain or shame for not achieving what is desired. Even if this sensorium
is doggedly ephemeral, it brims with possibility. There is a growing body of work
in anthropology today dubbed “the anthropology of the good” (Robbins 2013),
which pays attention to how aspiration and striving matter (Rogers 2009, 32).
Attention to this purported good is important, and an ongoing contention of mine
in the present article. But understanding the good in Rio’s western subúrbios
requires attention to the material impact of racism and antiblack order (Sexton
2011) and the ways that they both construct and govern the good (see also Savell
2015). To think about the good under conditions of racism and oppression, I turn
to critical race theory (Sexton 2011; Drabinski 2015; Sharpe 2016). John Dra-
binski (2015), for example, queries the place of affective optimism inside pessi-
mism and abjection, and here I follow suit. The salvic sensorium is cultivated
optimism. It feels good to feel worthy, and people go out of their way to nd
ways to feel like that again and again: to make a certain kind of atmosphere
reappear, be it by going to church and participating in a demon-extraction service
or by cleaning homes with a divinely scented disinfectant that blocks out deni-
grated scents.
Smell powerfully enables these affective, sensuous encounters. Here, as al-
ways, smell creeps into the spaces opened by emotional experience, personal
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m e m ori es, s ocial hist or y, a n d i ma gi nati o n.  As Alai n  C or bi n ( 1 9 8 6 , 8 2) d escri b es
it i n his s ocial lif e of s m ell i n ei g ht e e nt h- a n d ni n et e e nt h-c e nt ur y Fra nc e, “t h e
p o w er of o d ors t o stir t h e aff ecti v e  m e m or y . . . t h e vi ol e nt c o nfr o ntati o n of t h e
past a n d pr es e nt e n g e n d er e d b y r ec o g niti o n of a n o d or, c o ul d pr o d uc e a n e n-
c o u nt er t hat, far fr o m a b olis hi n g t e m p oralit y,  ma d e t h e ‘I’ f e el its o w n hist or y
a n d discl os e it t o its elf.” S m ell, t h e n, is a b o ut “tra nsiti o n” ( H o w es 1 9 9 1 , 1 2 8),
b ot h t e m p oral a n d  mat erial. S m ell c o nj ur es t h e li mi nal, c o m m u nicati n g t o us
s o m et hi n g oft e n i n visi bl e. S m ell o p e ns u p s pac es t hat, as A n na Tsi n g ( 2 0 1 5 , 3 7)
writ es, ar e at t h e sa m e ti m e b ot h “ pr es e nt” a n d “i n effa bl e.” I n d e e d, “s m ells,” as
S ha pir o ( 2 0 1 5 , 3 7 4) clai ms, “ar e  m ost pr o n o u nc e d at t h e cr ossi n g of t hr es h ol ds.”
F or  Mil e n e a n d ot h ers  w h o us e di vi n e disi nf ecta nt, t h es e t hr es h ol ds ar e  m ulti pl e,
mat erial, s e ns e d, a n d f elt: c e nt er /s u b ur ba n, blac k / w hit e, sa v e d /si n n er, cra dl e d /
a ba n d o n e d.
S E N S O RI A L  C O N S T R U C TI O N S  O F  R A C E
M o nica,  Mil e n e’s n ei g h b or, sits o n h er d o orst e p, a n gr y.  M o nica, als o P e n-
t ec ostal, ha d g o n e t o t h e s o ut h z o n e of  Ri o f or t h e da y t o “a u diti o n” as a f axi neir a,
a n o nc o ntract t e m p orar y da y cl ea n er, i n a n elit e, gat e d h o us e. E v e n b ef or e I
e m brac e h er, t h e s m ell of h er ric h p o ma d e —r u b b e d d e e p i nt o h er hair a n d s ki n —
fi n ds its  wa y t o  m y n os e.  M o nica has slic k e d bac k h er c url y blac k hair i nt o a ti g ht
b u n a n d sc e nt e d h er cl ot h es a n d b o d y  wit h a oral p erf u m e.  M o nica si ps h er
c off e e, its s u gar y a n d bitt er s m ell oati n g u p fr o m t h e c u p. S h e t ears u p, sa yi n g
t hat t h e  w o ma n “a u diti o ni n g” h er ha d b e e n r u d e a n d cr u el.  Aft er a  m or ni n g of
cl ea ni n g, s h e e x plai ns, s h e ha d ta k e n a br ea k t o eat h er l u nc h.  W h e n t h e  w o ma n
w h o s h e  was cl ea ni n g f or f o u n d  M o nica sitti n g  wit h h er l u nc h i n t h e h o us e’s
d o m estic q uart ers, s h e act e d visi bl y na us eat e d a n d dra maticall y  wa v e d  M o nica o ut
of t h e h o us e li k e o n e  mi g ht  wa v e a wa y a st e nc h. S h e t h e n b erat e d  M o nica, i nsisti n g
t hat  M o nica l ea v e t h e h o us e t o eat h er  m eals, n ot sit d o w n a n y w h er e i n t h e
w o ma n’s h o m e, a n d n ot bri n g h er f o o d i nt o t h e  w o ma n’s kitc h e n.  M o nica e x-
plai n e d t o  m e t hat s h e  was n e w t o d o m estic  w or k i n  Ri o’s s o ut h z o n e, a n d
t h er ef or e di d n ot k n o w all t h e i ns a n d o uts of  w hat  was e x p ect e d. Still, t his
r e q u est ha d str uc k h er as craz y.  Wit h n o w h er e t o g o d uri n g h er l u nc h br ea k —
a n d n ot  wa nti n g t o eat  w hil e  wal ki n g t h e str e ets — M o nica ha d j ust pac k e d u p h er
t hi n gs a n d start e d bac k h o m e  wit h o ut i nf or mi n g t h e  w o ma n or c oll ecti n g h er
half- da y of pa y.
M o nica’s e x p eri e nc e, a n d t h e pr e parati o n s h e ga v e t o h er a p p eara nc e,  w er e
t y pical of hist orical a n d e n d uri n g i d eas a b o ut la b or,  m oralit y, a n d f ears of c o n-
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tamination tied to good and bad smells in Rio de Janeiro. Building on the work
of Ann Stoler, Jennifer Roth-Gordon (2013, 298) has examined how Brazilian
racialized identities are made via a “sensory regime associated with whitening”
(see also Jacobs 2009). In Brazil, notions of smell and race often work together
in implicit and explicit ways. Indeed, Patricia de Santana Pinho (2010, 108)
describes how the requirement to regulate “o cheiro negro”—which Roth-Gordon
(2013, 298) translates as “black smell”—is an essential aspect of managing black-
ness in order to demonstrate “proper bodily discipline” (Roth-Gordon 2013, 298).
Brazil is not unique in this way. Smell, in fact, often delineates difference.
As Constance Classen (1992) argues, smell is a particularly insidious way to
catalogue the imposed boundaries of race, class, and morality. Or, as Martin
Manalansan (2006, 44) writes, “the sense of smell is the basis for recognition and
misrecognition . . . it provides an opportunity to afliate, to belong as well as to
disidentify and to ostracize.” Perceptions of smell, especially of smells that sup-
posedly do not belong, work alongside conceptions of whiteness and blackness in
stealthy ways. In a study on the U.S. antebellum South, for example, Bridget
Heneghan (2003) argues that even among the wealthy, white skin alone was not
a reliable marker of racial purity or whiteness. The fulcrum of whiteness instead
lay in a laborious care of the body and its things, such as tea sets and whitewashed
walls. These white things served as extensions of the white body, and their care
garnered whiteness. In this way, race was not just about skin color, but a cultivated
presentation of oneself and one’s things. People particularly guarded against the
risk of encountering contaminating smells in this context. Heneghan (2003, 149)
tracks how white slave owners wrote in contemporary periodicals about the best
construction materials for housing slaves, arguing that framed timber was superior
because logs absorbed the odor and the “stench and lth” (149) of slaves, who
lled cracks in log construction with stinking “dirty rags, old shoes, coon skins,
chicken feathers” (150). She also describes how Southern homes were kept pure—
read white—by segregating the odors of cooking from the main house.
Smell, morality, and Christianity have long been linked. Milene and other
Pentecostals follow in a long line of Christians concerned with the medium of
fragrance and the way odor can betray the existence of sanctity, while malodor
can betray the existence of hell and immorality (Classen, Howes, and Synnott
1994). In The Color of Angels, Classen (1998, 36) explores the pre-Enlightenment
idea of the odor of sanctity, or “the notion that Christians who lived in a state of
grace would be infused with the divine scent of the Holy Spirit—the breath of
God.” Using perfumes to craft this kind of divinity, however, still inspired cir-
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c u ms p ecti o n a n d a n xi et y. T h e earl y  C hristia n  C h urc h c o nsi d er e d p erf u m es a ki n d
of “ d e ba uc h er y a n d i d olatr y” ( Class e n 1 9 9 8 , 4 4), a n d e v e n t h e r ol e of di vi n e
fra gra nc e —t h e tr ust w ort hi n ess of s m ell its elf — was s us p ect. I n d e e d, Class e n
( 1 9 9 8) d escri b es d e o d oriz e d  m o d er nit y’s d o u btf ul n ess a b o ut s m ell  m or e g e n er-
all y,  wit h s m ell cast as a n irrati o nal s e ns e c o m par e d t o t h e s u p p os e d o bj ecti vit y
of si g ht (s e e als o Class e n,  H o w es, a n d S y n n ott 1 9 9 4 ). T h e disti ncti o n b et w e e n
Ri o’s c e nt er a n d its s ub úrbios is n ot t h e s w e et-s m elli n g v ers us t h e f o ul-s m elli n g;
rat h er, it is t hat t h e s ub úrbios dar e t o s m ell at all. T o s m ell is t o b e pr e m o d er n,
e v e n h ellis h.
S U B U R B A N S E N S A TI O N S:  R a c e, S m ell, a n d  Dis o r d e r i n t h e
W est e r n S u b ú r bi os
T h es e i d eas a b o ut sc e nt ar e n ot l o n g-l ost e u g e nic p olici es i n  Ri o. I nst ea d,
t h e y ha v e acti v el y c o nstr uct e d a n d c o nti n u e t o ha u nt  Ri o’s s ub úrbios. T h e s mall
c o m m u nit y i n t h e  w est er n s ub úrbios w h er e  Mil e n e a n d  M o nica li v e sits j ust a b o ut
f ort y kil o m et ers fr o m  Ri o’s d o w nt o w n a n d s o ut h z o n e (t h e ce ntro a n d t h e zo n a
s ul, r es p ecti v el y),  w hic h ar e b uilt u p al o n g  Ri o’s fa m o us c oastli n e. T h e f ort y
kil o m et ers t hat s e parat e t h e pr esti gi o us s o ut h fr o m t h e  w est f or m a c o m pl e x  w e b
of c o n g est e d hi g h wa ys a n d o v er pass es d o mi nat e d b y s elf-c o nstr uct e d h o m es a n d
p u blic h o usi n g u nits b uilt o n  Ri o’s atla n ds. T h es e f ort y kil o m et ers r o uti n el y ta k e
t w o t o t hr e e h o urs t o tra v ers e, us uall y r e q uiri n g at l east t hr e e  m o d es of tra ns-
p ortati o n ( b us,  m etr o, a n d a va n t hat  m ust pa y l e vi es t o parastatal  militias).  A
n u m b er of  m o u ntai n ra n g es di vi d e t h e  w est z o n e of  Ri o, a n d  w hat I d e marcat e
f or t his articl e as t h e  w est er n s ub úrbios is t h e ar ea l ocat e d ar o u n d t h e f or m er
i n d ustrial p ol e of Ba n g u. T his fra mi n g diff er e ntiat es t h e  w est er n s ub úrbios fr o m
t h e  w ell- k n o w n  Cit y of  G o d (Ci d a de de De us ) fa v ela, as  w ell as fr o m t h e elit e
Barra d e Tij uca.  W hil e b ot h of t h e f or m er ar e f or mall y part of t h e  w est z o n e of
Ri o, n o o n e t hi n ks of t h e m  w h e n usi n g t h e  w or d s ub úrbios. Si nc e t h e earl y 1 9 9 0s
a n d t h e o ns et of Brazil’s n e oli b eral or d eri n g ( Bi e hl 2 0 0 5 ; R o b b Lar ki ns 2 0 1 5 ), a
b o o m i n P e nt ec ostalis m has ta k e n plac e i n  Ri o’s  w est er n s ub úrbios, a b o o m i nsti-
gat e d b y a hist or y of a ba n d o n m e nt a n d t h e o n g oi n g vi ol e nc e of t h e Brazilia n stat e’s
s el ecti v e pr es e nc e a n d a bs e nc e i n c o m m u nit y  m e m b ers’ li v es (s e e Bi e hl 2 0 0 5 ).
As R o b ert o  Da Matta ( 1 9 9 5 , 1 9) clari fi es: “I n s har p c o ntrast t o t h e  A m erica n
ur ba n e x p eri e nc e, s u b ur ba n d w ell ers ar e n ot t h e  w ell- off i n s earc h of b uc olic
c o ntact  wit h nat ur e b ut rat h er t h e p o or  w h o still lac k basic  mat erial s er vic es.” I n
Lati n  A m erica n citi es, t h e c e nt ers  w er e t y picall y hi g hl y val u e d as c ol o nial str o n g-
h ol ds,  w hil e la b or ers  w er e f orc e d i nt o t h e o uts kirts or o nt o d e val u e d la n dsca p es,
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following a model of urban development that is often explained via the spatial
metaphor of a teacup and a saucer. Rio diverges distinctly. The city’s long history
of slave-based urban migration, different from the oft-cited urbanization move-
ment that began in the second half of the twentieth century, created favelas in
the downtown core of Rio (Fischer 2008). These are communities built into
hillsides, abutting wealthy homes and developments, widely characterized by their
so-called informality (Roy 2009) and critiqued as sites of squalor. When the mid-
twentieth century’s mass urbanization did begin, many Afro-Brazilian migrants
moved to these already established communities, creating in Rio a distinct and
highly visible pattern of inequitable urban architecture that dominates the land-
scape. Brazil’s dictatorship periods led to mass eradication and displacement ef-
forts, which saw many of these historically black communities displaced from
centrally located favelas and relocated to poorly constructed housing blocks or
plots in the subúrbios (Leeds 1977; McCann 2014, 12).
This narrative of the development of the subúrbios, as a place of the displaced,
is a common one. But both Brodwyn Fischer (2008) and Bryan McCann (2014)
relate how the spatial formations of Rio’s subúrbios, which are often characterized
as informal sprawl, have actually emerged from calculated state practices of land
subdivision and the placement of state-run (and then abandoned) public housing.
McCann (2014) explains that as the rst and second waves of industrial devel-
opment rolled forward in Rio, the northern and western parts of the city saw
these self-constructed communities expand in step. He argues convincingly that
the emergence (and endurance) of informal communities occurs largely because
of the desire for them on both sides: the urban poor, often black migrants from
the country’s northeast, needed places to live, while the wealthy required supplies
of cheap and local labor. Fischer (2008) and McCann (2014) have both docu-
mented how, in the late nineteenth century, Rio’s factory workers were often
allowed to build their homes behind factories, which was “a solution that guar-
anteed their employers a local workforce while suppressing wages” (McCann
2014, 22). Semipublic institutions such as hospitals and utility providers often did
the same (Fischer 2008). This practice of building on factory land (or very close
by) formed part of the informal and underregulated real-estate and land-title
market that overwhelmingly disfavored black Brazilians. McCann (2014) further-
more explains how, starting in the 1950s and into the 1980s, as populations
increased in these parts of the city, irregular subdivisions (loteamentos) and self-
constructed communities grew as developers bought up land in the expanding
areas of the city, divided the lots, and then sold them to families who built their
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homes there. These land developers themselves had only semilegal ownership of
the lots, and they rarely registered the subdivided pieces of land with the state
or municipality. This meant that families did not have formalized property titles,
making them beholden to clientelistic local politicians. Similarly, families that had
built homes near factories under an arrangement of informal exchange and be-
necence found, starting in the 1980s, that they had no formal legal rights to the
land that they had called home for more than fty years (McCann 2014, 22–32).
Infrastructure in the western subúrbios was and still is an afterthought. In the
1960s and 1970s, springing up around these loteamentos and self-constructed com-
munities were new public housing (conjunto) projects that dotted the landscape
with their characteristic style of tall, multistoried cement structures with limited
water, sewage, and electric infrastructure. McCann (2014) explains how the
families and individuals who were forced into these projects after eviction from
centrally located favelas received nontransferable land titles, obligating them to
make monthly mortgage payments. Yet these supposedly nontransferable apart-
ments quickly became part of the local informal real-estate market. New own-
ers—in many cases, migrants from the northeast of the country with direct links
to other migrants in the north and west of the city—did not make the mortgage
payments, had no real land-title rights, and were therefore unable to demand that
the state maintain its infrastructure promises. Other new migrants then built up
their homes between and around these conjuntos, linking into the unnished in-
frastructure (McCann 2014, 31–32). Black migrants found themselves owning
and building property where almost no infrastructure existed, but also unable to
effectively demand rights to water, sanitation systems, and electricity.
In this way, the subúrbios were literally made to stink. Yet the stench gets
assigned as a characteristic of both the subúrbios as space and their individual
inhabitants as people. Indeed, Monica was made to wear this narrative of the
dirty subúrbios as an individual. Monica, knowing what she was up against, had
presented herself as someone with a “good appearance” by slicking back her hair
and wearing a beautiful perfume to signal worth. But the prospective employer
deemed Monica a contaminating gure: her food was too smelly to be eaten in
the employer’s house and Monica not worthy enough to sit on her furniture.
This shows that these subúrbio-making projects still operate today (Vargas
2006, 2013),3 akin to what Roth-Gordon (2013, 297) terms the “soft eugenics”
that linger and discipline bodies in Rio. Alexander Edmonds’s (2010, 161) eth-
nographic work on plastic surgery in Rio examines the ways that skin lighteners,
hair straighteners, and cosmetic surgery offer an “alleviation of African traits,” as
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t h o u g h blac k n ess c o nstit ut e d a ki n d of p u blic h ealt h crisis: a sic k n ess of s pac e a n d
t h e i n di vi d ual. I n d e e d,  w e ca n s e e t h es e hist orical p u blic h ealt h a n d ur ba n pla n ni n g
pr oj ects as ai m e d at allevi ati ng t h e bli g ht of blac k n ess a n d its acc o m pa n yi n g s m ells,
a v ors, a n d pr es e ntati o ns fr o m t h e s o ut h z o n e of  Ri o.
O N  A N XI E TI E S  A N D  H O P E S
It is a h ot  m or ni n g a n d t h e s u n is r el e ntl ess. F e br uar y is n eari n g its e n d;
car ni val  was o v er t w o  w e e ks a g o.  M ost of t h e r e v elr y t hat has carri e d us t his far
t hr o u g h t h e s u m m er  w eat h er,  w h e n t e m p erat ur es r eac h n earl y 5 0 C, is g o n e. It
is n o w j ust a l o n g tr e k u ntil t h e h ot  w eat h er b e gi ns t o dissi pat e i nt o t h e rai ns of
Marc h. T h e air is n ot h u mi d; i nst ea d, a  m oist ur el ess  wi n d is ca u g ht i n t h e vall e y,
ca us e d b y  m oist air b ei n g p us h e d u p fr o m t h e  Atla ntic o v er t h e  m o u ntai n pass
t hat s e parat es t h e  w est er n s ub úrbios fr o m t h e oc ea n. F or t his r eas o n, t his a n d
s urr o u n di n g c o m m u niti es ar e t h e h ott est s p ots i n t h e stat e of  Ri o d e Ja n eir o.
M ost da ys, t h e t e m p erat ur e i n t h e s ub úrbios is t e n t o fift e e n d e gr e es h ott er t ha n
o n t h e c oast. T h e dr y h eat q uic kl y e va p orat es t h e  wat er i n p e o pl e’s lar g e r o oft o p
st ora g e c o ntai n ers, s o t hat t h e u nr elia bl e  wat er p u m ps — b uilt fr o m scra ps a n d
i n g e n uit y — n e e d t o r u n  m or e a n d  m or e oft e n t o tra ns p ort  wat er u p t o t h e r o of-
t o ps fr o m t h e pi p es at str e et l e v el, oft e n br ea ki n g u n d er t h e strai n of t his  w or k.
T o da y, ari dit y a n d h eat s e e m all t h e  m or e u n b eara bl e b eca us e t h er e is n o  wat er
t o p u m p. T h e pi p es ar e e m pt y. It is o ur t hir d da y  wit h o ut r u n ni n g  wat er, a n d
t h e r es er v e r o oft o p st ora g e c o ntai n ers n o w sit e m pt y t o o.
Fr o m  m y  wi n d o w, I s h o ut t o  Mil e n e t o  wait f or  m e as I s e e h er a n d h er
da u g ht er  wal ki n g d o w n t h e str e et. S h e is carr yi n g t w o e m pt y t e n-lit er  wat er j u gs
i n h er ha n ds. I r us h d o w n o ur stairs gra b bi n g t w o j u gs of  m y o w n.  W e j oi n a
pr oc essi o n of  w o m e n  wal ki n g t o t h e c o m m u nit y’s p u blic  wat er s pi g ot ( bico de
ag u a ), a pi p e t hat j uts u p fr o m t h e gr o u n d a n d t h e n t wists d o w n s o t hat p e o pl e
ca n fill a c o ntai n er fr o m it. T h er e is a blac k plastic fa uc et, a n d t h e  wat er c o m es
o ut of a n eatl y s h or n bit of pi p e.  W o m e n ar e  wal ki n g bac k u p t h e sli g ht i ncli n e
i n t h e str e et  wit h t h eir  wat er. I s har e a s mil e  wit h t h e  w o m e n I k n o w,  w hil e
Mil e n e  w ears a gri mac e of d et er mi nati o n, a n d s e n ds a ha p p y bo m di a, v ai co m De us
t o all  w h o pass.
T his  m or ni n g, t h e n e ws pa p er O Di a ra n a n e ws b ull eti n o nli n e, r e p orti n g
t hat a n el ectricit y i nt err u pti o n at t h e  G ua n d u  Wat er Tr eat m e nt Pla nt  w o ul d
“ har m”  wat er s u p pl y i n c e ntral  Ri o a n d t h e Bai xa da Fl u mi n e ns e of gr eat er  Ri o,
b ut t hat  wat er  was e x p ect e d t o b e bac k t o n or mal i n s e v e nt y-t w o h o urs. I n t h e
m ea nti m e, r esi d e nts of  Ri o  w er e as k e d t o a v oi d  wasti n g t h e pr eci o us ui d. T h e
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b ull eti n s e e m e d p erf u nct or y, har dl y fi v e h u n dr e d  w or ds, b uri e d a mi d  m or e n e ws-
w ort h y st ori es. I t el e p h o n e d  m ulti pl e fri e n ds i n  w ealt h y cit y-c e nt er n ei g h b or h o o ds
t o as k if t h e y, t o o,  w er e e x p eri e nci n g a  wat er s h orta g e.  N o o n e  was.  Cl earl y,
wat er ha d b e e n di v ert e d t o t h e c e nt er,  w hil e har m ha d b e e n s e nt i n t h e dir ecti o n
of t h e s ub úrbios. T h e cit y ha d s ol v e d t h e pr o bl e ms cr eat e d b y t h e i nt err u pti o ns i n
p o w er s u p pl y b y r eall ocati n g t h e s u p pl y a n d c utti n g  wat er t o t h e s ub úrbios, e n-
s uri n g n o o n e i n t h e elit e ar eas of t h e cit y f elt a n i m pact.
D uri n g t his  wat er st o p pa g e, a n i nt e ns e s m ell b e ga n t o e ma nat e fr o m t h e
fa v elas i n t h e  w est er n s ub úrbios.  Wit h o ut  wat er t o us h t h e s elf- b uilt s e wa g e
s yst e ms, p e o pl e’s h o m es  w er e b ei n g ra va g e d b y t h e o d or of sitti n g f ec es a n d
uri n e. I n  m y ti m e li vi n g i n t h e s ub úrbios, t his  was n o u nc o m m o n e x p eri e nc e;  wat er
st o p pa g es ha p p e n e d at l east t wic e a y ear d uri n g t h e h ott est  m o nt hs.  Mil e n e’s
disi nf ecta nt pr o v e d, of c o urs e, a r ea d y r e m e d y t o t his sit uati o n.  Wit h its  mi xt ur e
of oral p erf u m e a n d t h e sc e nt of bl eac h y cl ea nli n ess, p e o pl e c o ul d r eclai m a n d
disi nf ect t h eir s pac es fr o m t h e i ntr usi o n —  ma nif est i n its a bs e nc e — of t h e stat e.
If t h e stat e  was bac ki n g u p t oil ets,  ma ki n g p e o pl e g o  wit h o ut s h o w ers a n d pr e-
v e nti n g cl ot h es fr o m b ei n g  was h e d, t h e n  G o d, i n fra gra nt disi nf ecta nt f or m,  ma d e
a diff er e nt ki n d of s e ns ori u m p ossi bl e.
Mil e n e as ks  m e i nsi d e h er h o us e t o s h o w  m e  w hat E nz o, h er h us ba n d, has
br o u g ht h o m e.  N o w t hr e e fift y- fi v e- gall o n t u bs of fra gra nc e ar e pac k e d i nt o t h e
w or ks h o p.  As s h e pri es bac k t h e li d, a n i m m e diat el y jarri n g sc e nt e m er g es,  m us k y
a n d aci dic, a n d  m y e y es sti n g  wit h t ears. S h e i m pl or es  m e t o stic k  m y h ea d i nsi d e
t h e t u b a n d ta k e a d e e p br eat h. “ D o y o u s m ell t hat?” s h e as ks e xcit e dl y.  Mil e n e
di ps h er h o m e ma d e sc o o p i nt o t h e fra gra nc e a n d t h e n sl o wl y p o urs o ut a st ea d y
str ea m of it, s o I ca n ta k e i n its sc e nt. S h e s mil es  wi d el y a n d stic ks h er o w n h ea d
i nt o t h e bl u e t u b. S h e r es urfac es la u g hi n g at t h e g o o d f ort u n e  G o d has b est o w e d
o n t h e m, sa yi n g: “It s m ells li k e a t h o usa n d a n g els  marc hi n g, d o es n’t it?”
Mil e n e as ks  m e t o pra y a n d b ottl e  wit h h er.  H er p etit e b o d y fits nic el y i nt o
t his ti n y  w or ks h o p a djac e nt t o h er kitc h e n. S h e ca n d uc k a n d t ur n a n d n ot b u m p
i nt o a n yt hi n g. S h e k n o ws t h e r o o m’s a n gl es, its c or n ers, its li mits. S h e k n o ws
h o w t o  m o v e h er b o d y i n t his r o o m s h e b uilt fr o m t h e gr o u n d u p. S h e is har d e n e d
a n d fir m, u nr el e nti n g i n t h e gaz e s h e casts o n h er c hil dr e n a n d n ei g h b ors. T h e
h eat of t h e  m or ni n g is t ur ni n g i nt o t h e u n b eara bl e h eat of t h e aft er n o o n, b ut  w e
c o nti n u e  mi xi n g disi nf ecta nt b ef or e  w e br ea k f or l u nc h.  W e sit at t h e ta bl e a n d
Mil e n e p ulls s h ut t h e c urtai n d o or t o t h e kitc h e n. T h e c hil dr e n ar e h o m e fr o m
sc h o ol f or l u nc h, a n d s h e r elis h es t h e o p p ort u nit y t o s h o o t h e m all fr o m t h e
kitc h e n s o  w e ca n tal k.  As  w e eat, I p e p p er  Mil e n e  wit h q u esti o ns a b o ut t h e
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fragrance, wanting to ensure I have all my details right. But my questions seem
to provoke an uncomfortable anxiety this afternoon. I ask her about the rst time
they took the fragrance, but while answering, Milene begins to cry: “Do you
think we steal the fragrance?” She continues, not rhetorically, “Do you think that
the fragrance doesn’t come from God?” I am at a loss for an appropriate answer,
and Milene seems shaken and unsure in a way I have never seen her. I tell her
that I have never thought of it as theft, but that I have a hard time knowing
whether it comes from God. Milene tells me that a woman came by recently to
show her some dark red marks resembling burns on a child’s legs that had de-
veloped after the woman had scrubbed her sofa with the disinfectant. Similar
burns often marked Milene and her children’s skin after working with the fra-
grance. Did I think she was to blame for the child’s sores too?
Milene’s anxiety begins to channel into prayer. She pushes further, asking
hard questions of me and herself: “Why do we take the fragrance at night then?
Why do we take it in secret? Why hasn’t Enzo simply asked for it?” And then,
“if it burns us, why not others?”
Her answer now takes the form of a Pentecostal sermon. She poses the hard
questions to the nonbeliever, but is also slowly laying out pieces of God’s puzzle,
leading and urging me to nod along, to learn to see things in the same way as
her, so that by the end of the sermon we will have arrived together at a different
outcome. She talks for a long time about this, circling around a number of un-
certain scenarios: the company would certainly balk at their secondary use of the
fragrance, she tells me. They think it is unsafe waste, and they barrel it up to
dump it. Milene then counters herself, saying that they probably could ask for it.
But, she warns, if the company could be convinced that it was not garbage, it
would certainly demand payment. Or worse, if Enzo asked a supervisor, then it
was almost certain that the supervisor would try to extort him by making him
pay a bribe. Milene acknowledges that she has seen many burns from the disin-
fectant, holding out her own hands as proof. But isn’t this why people like it,
she asks. Don’t they come for it because it burns?
At this point she starts to preach about the dangers of being beholden to
anyone but family and God. We talk out some more scenarios, but eventually
Milene circles back to this gift and the scent itself: “The fragrance must be a gift
from God,” she says, “because God put the fragrance in our path. . . . I smelled
it and I knew that we were saved. Smell it, and you will know. It smells like
nothing else here,” she says while gesturing around her. She nishes, “We belong
to God, not to this place.”
“I T S M E L L S LI K E  A  T H O U S A N D  A N G E L S  M A R C HI N G ”
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MI NI N G T H E  M A R GI N S  A S P R O S P E RI T Y
Mil e n e t e n ds car ef ull y t o h er gifts fr o m  G o d.  W h e n n e w batc h es of fra gra nc e
arri v e, s h e calls  m e e xcit e dl y o n t h e p h o n e. S h e al wa ys car ef ull y pri es bac k t h e
barr el li ds, all o wi n g  m e t o p ut  m y h ea d ri g ht i n, s o t hat I ca n a p pr eciat e a n e w
sc e nt a n d p ossi bilit y. T h e act ual fra gra nc e a n d its acc o m pa n yi n g sc e nt  matt ers;
i n d e e d, n o n e of t his  w o ul d b e p ossi bl e  wit h o ut t h e me di u m of t h e ca pt ur e d  wast e
fra gra nc e. T h e  m e dia t ur n, Matt h e w E n gl e k e ( 2 0 1 0 , 3 7 1) e x plai ns, occ urr e d as
a nt hr o p ol o gists a n d sc h olars of r eli gi o n b e ga n t o c o nc ei v e of r eli gi o n “as  m e dia-
ti o n” (s e e als o M e y er a n d  M o ors 2 0 0 5 ; Klass e n 2 0 0 7 ; M e y er 2 0 0 8 ; M or ga n 2 0 0 8 ).
T h e y s hift e d t h eir att e nti o n fr o m d e bat es o v er r eli gi o us b eli ef a n d practic e ( N e e d-
ha m 1 9 7 2 ; Asa d 1 9 8 3 , 1 9 9 3 ; R u el 1 9 9 7 ), i nst ea d n o w att u ni n g t o t h e t hi n gs t hat
ma k e b eli ef p ossi bl e, b e t h e y cass ett e ta p es ( Hirsc h ki n d 2 0 0 6 ), v eils (A b u- L u g h o d
1 9 8 6 ; Ma h m o o d 2 0 0 1 ), b o o ks (E n g el k e 2 0 0 7 ), ra di o (Sc h ulz 2 0 0 6 ), or e v e n
dr ea ms ( Mitt er mai er 2 0 1 0 ).
T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m bl o o ms as a p ossi bl e alt er nati v e, e v e n if a n e p h e m eral
o n e, pi ec e d t o g et h er via r eli gi o us  m e dia i n t h e f or m of discar ds. Mar y  D o u glas
( 2 0 0 2) has i nf or m e d  m uc h  w or k i n t h e a nt hr o p ol o g y of  wast e.  Dirt, f or D o u glas
( 2 0 0 2, 4 4), is “ matt er of o ut of plac e,”  m uc h t h e sa m e  wa y t hat  mal o d or is i n v o k e d
as a dis or d er or a b o u n dar y vi olati o n.  Dirt c o nstr ucts a n d pr es er v es n oti o ns of
t h e s elf a n d t h e ot h er, s er vi n g s p eci fic s ocial, c ult ural, a n d p olitical f u ncti o ns. B ut
t h e act ual  wast e or s m ell  matt ers t o o.  As J os h ua  R e n o ( 2 0 1 5, 5 5 8) ela b orat es,
wast e is “ m or e t ha n a s y m pt o m of c ult ur e . . . [it] is a  mat erial t hat has eff ects
i n t h e  w orl d, i ncl u di n g l ocal a n d gl o bal p olitical dis p ut es, li b eral a n d illi b eral
f or ms of g o v er na nc e, c o m p eti n g ass ess m e nts of ec o n o mic a n d  m oral val u e, a n d
c o nc er ns a b o ut e n vir o n m e ntal p oll uti o n a n d crisis.”  Dirt is n ot j ust s y m b olic,
t h e n; it als o  m o v es a n d d o es t hi n gs i n t h e  w orl d.  N e oli b eral str uct ur es a n d p ost-
c ol o nial t o p o gra p hi es oft e n —at l east i nitiall y — dictat e  wast e’s circ uits a n d its
ma na g e m e nt, b ut  wast e s e e ps i nt o plac es, cr eati v el y c o nj oi ni n g  wit h t h e i nf or-
malit y of t h e  mar gi ns  w h er e tras h b ec o m es tr eas ur e.  A c e ntral c o m p o n e nt i n
discar d st u di es is t h e att e nti o n pai d t o p e o pl e  w h o p erf or m  wast e la b or a n d t h eir
cr eati v e  w or k at t ur ni n g  wast e or tras h “i nt o tr eas ur e” ( Millar 2 0 0 8 , 2 5; s e e als o
N orris 2 0 1 0 ). I n t his  wa y, P e nt ec ostals ar e c ertai nl y  wast e la b or ers of a c ertai n
ki n d, b ut  m or e t ha n t hat, t h e y tr o u bl e  D o u glas’s cat e g or y of  matt er o ut of plac e.
As ot h ers ha v e d oc u m e nt e d,  w hil e  wast e la b or ers u n d ersta n d  wast e as p ot e ntial,
wast e still s e e ms t o b el o n g so me w here.  A n d t his s o m e w h er e is oft e n n ot c e nt ers,
b ut rat h er  wit hi n “ wast e o ws” ( R e n o 2 0 1 5 , 5 6 4) t hat s e e m t o tra v el i n rat h er
pr e dicta bl e  wa ys: fr o m c e nt ers t o p eri p h eri es, f oll o wi n g gl o bal ca pitalist circ uits.
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Cr uis e s hi ps d u m p t h eir  wast e i n  Haiti a n d la n d fills ar e dis plac e d fr o m ur ba n
T or o nt o t o p osti n d ustrial  Mic hi ga n, f or e xa m pl e. F or P e nt ec ostals i n  Ri o’s s ub-
úrbios , t h o u g h,  wast e is i n its plac e, f or a diff er e nt r eas o n: it has b e e n gift e d a n d
plac e d i n P e nt ec ostal pat h wa ys t o pr os p erit y. T his la b or gi v es val u e, b ut t his
val u e, as Kat hl e e n  Millar ( 2 0 1 4 , 3 4) p oi nts o ut, e m er g es fr o m t h e pai nf ul para d o x
t hat pr ecari o us  w or k act uall y e n ables p e o pl e “t o c o nt e n d  wit h i ns ec uriti es i n ot h er
di m e nsi o ns of t h eir li v es.” P e nt ec ostals  mi ni n g t h e  mar gi ns f or pr os p erit y c o nsti-
t ut es a f or m of o pti mis m v er y  m uc h al ert t o har m i n a cit y b e nt o n p essi mis m
t o war d t h e m.
Mil e n e is cl earl y n ot  wit h o ut a n xi et y a b o ut  w h er e t h e  wast e fra gra nc e ori g-
i nat es, h o w it g ets t o h er, a n d t h e har ms a n d eff ects it  mi g ht i n ict o n t h os e it
t o uc h es.  As E n g el k e ( 2 0 1 0 , 3 7 7) d etails, di vi n e  m e dia ca n oft e n ca us e a p pr e h e n-
si o n a b o ut “ w h et h er a partic ular  m e di u m is a pat h t o fr e e d o m or e nsla v e m e nt.
Will t his t hi n g —t his ic o n, t his i ma g e, t his b o o k, t his t el e p h o n e, t his c o m p ut er —
s et  m e fr e e or ti e  m e d o w n?  Will it all o w  m e t o l ea d a n a ut h e ntic lif e (a n d i n
pr o p er r elati o n t o t h e di vi n e) or  will it c orr u pt a n d cri p pl e  m y a bilit y t o d o s o?”
As  Mil e n e’s s er m o n s h o ws, s h e als o str u g gl e d  wit h t h es e q u esti o ns.  C o ul d t his
wast e pr o d uct b e  m ulti pl e t hi n gs?  A  G o d- gi v e n  mat erial fr o m  w hic h t o craft t h eir
f ut ur e?  A f or gi va bl e act of t h eft? A n d a p ot e ntial f or b o dil y har m?
P e nt ec ostals i n  Ri o’s  w est er n s ub úrbios oft e n t hi n k of  wast e fra gra nc e as a
wa y t hat  G o d, via di vi n e gifts of grac e, e nt ers h o m es a n d li v es a n d e na bl es a
diff er e nt c o nc e pti o n of lif e ( D e n y er  Willis 2 0 1 7 ; cf. Hal v ors o n 2 0 1 2 ). T h e sal vi fic
s e ns ori u m ca n u nf url, u nt et h eri n g lif e fr o m str uct ur es of vi ol e nc e. B ut t h es e
m o m e nts i n t h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m ar e al wa ys still t et h er e d t o e v er y da y lif e. Fra-
gra nc e r u n off ca n b e a di vi n e fra gra nc e o nl y  w h e n c o nsi d eri n g t h e v er y s p eci fic
wa y t hat st e nc h, dis or d er, a n d dis g ust c o n diti o n t h e acc ess, o ws, a n d circ ulati o ns
of har m.  Wat er as a r es o urc e is r er o ut e d t o t h e c e nt er,  w hil e  wast e fra gra nc e as
a r eli gi o us  m e di u m is r o ut e d t hr o u g h t h e s ub úrbios via s p eci fic f or mati o ns of t h e
ur ba n a n d s u b ur ba n t hat ti e t h es e fact ori es, h o m es, a n d P e nt ec ostal fait h t o g et h er.
T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m c o ntai ns  wit hi n it o pti mis m a n d h o p e t hat p erc e pti bl y diff er
fr o m t h e c o n diti o ns of li v es str uct ur e d b y t h e s ub úrbios.
T h e sal vi fic s e ns ori u m, t h e n, off ers a  wa y t o i m m ers e o n es elf i n a n d e n ga g e
wit h t h e  w orl d i n a f or m of o pti mis m li n k e d t o p essi mis m.  H er e, I a m dra wi n g
o n t h e  w or k of Dra bi ns ki ( 2 0 1 5) ,  w h o r e ects o n t h e i d ea of ut o pia u n d er a  w hit e
gaz e:
“IT SMELLS LIKE A THOUSAND ANGELS MARCHING”
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An Afro-optimism takes root in exactly this space: the space of tradition,
the space of relationship, a space in which manners, rituals, folkways, dis-
pute, identication, and all those other ways of creating a people that makes
a future possible. This future is never anything like forgetful or utopian in
the sense of a dreamscape disburdened of the past. In fact, quite the contrary,
it is rooted in a tradition that expresses “the long and painful experience of
a people.”
In Brazil, as the excellent works of John Burdick (1993, 1998) have made clear,
we cannot decouple black Pentecostalism from critical racial consciousness, or
from forms of violence against black individuals and communities.
Residing in God’s arms constitutes a distinct sensory experience that far
exceeds the sensory constraints of the subúrbios. The salvic sensorium whooshes
in, an affect of possibility. But the good and the hope it offers up is one linked
rmly to pain. As Drabinski (2015) notes, “the vicissitudes of affect under regimes
of anti-Black racism” are tied “not just to forms of resistance amidst the pessimist’s
story, but also to how forms of life live alongside, against, or even wholly outside
the sorts of abjection” imposed on black life (and death). To view waste fragrance
as part of the salvic sensorium means to open up the possibility of an existence
of a beside (Stevenson 2014), an otherwise (Povinelli 2011, 10), or perhaps a
fugitivity (Sojoyner 2017) from the subúrbios: a salvic sensorium haunted and
burdened by past and present violence, but brimming with a sense of the possible.
CONCLUSION
Chemical waste is made and discarded in the western subúrbios. It leaves the
factory in a borrowed truck under the shelter of a blind eye. It is carefully crafted
into a divine disinfectant in a piecemeal workshop next to a kitchen, then bottled
in purchased trash from a trusted waste picker. Legs and a cart distribute it across
a few communities, all with their own distinct forms of governance, and sell it
on to local Pentecostal home businesses. Sometime thereafter, Pentecostals who
frequent those businesses take a bottle from the shelf. They use it lovingly to
cultivate a salvic sensorium, a space of worth and security in a part of the city
historically and currently constructed by systems of antiblack practice.
This story seems to require creating an unbridgeable impasse between liquid
fragrance as an object circulating within a precarious neoliberal landscape and
liquid fragrance as divine gift. How can it possibly be both? In this article, I
examine how this crafted optimism is tethered to histories and daily experiences
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of racial i n e q uit y a n d i n e q ualit y b ot h s e ns e d a n d f elt, b ut als o t o a n oti o n of a
G o d  w h o cra dl es a b o v e t h e fra y  wit h o ut ecli psi n g t h e e xist e nc e of t h e fra y.  Wast e
fra gra nc e, t h e n, is a ki n d of  m e diati o n of t h e di vi n e t hat  ma k es n e w aff ecti v e
e x p eri e nc es p ossi bl e. T o  ma k e s e ns e of t his, h o w e v er, r e q uir es als o i nt err o gati n g
“t h e li n k b et w e e n i nstit uti o nal p o w er a n d i nt er pr eti v e practic e” (R ut h erf or d 2 0 0 6 ,
1 0 6), i n v esti gati n g h o w o ws of p o w er a n d e m p o w er m e nt, hist ori es of har m a n d
h o p e, c o m e t o ha u nt partic ular f or ms of  m e diati o n a n d t h eir p ossi bl e s pac es:
o pti mis m al ert t o p essi mis m,  wafti n g o n t h e br e ez e.
A B S T R A C T
B ase d o n al most t hree ye ars of et h nogr a p hic rese arc h livi ng i n Rio de J a neiro’s
s u b úr bi os, I co nsi der ho w t he se nses co mes to m atter a n d ho w Pe ntecost alis m, m ar-
gi ns, s mells, a n d so a ps are p ut to work to co nstr uct ne w ki n ds of affective s p ace. To
do so, I tr ack t he w ay i n w hic h a fr agr a nce co m pose d of r u noff w aste fro m a n
i nter n atio n al fl avor a n d fr agr a nce co m p a ny h as co me to be u n derstoo d as “ pieces of
gr ace,” or divi nely give n fr ag me nts of pros perity. I arg ue t h at t he for ms of r aci al a n d
s p ati al gover n a nce t h at e n able so met hi ng like re p ur pose d w aste to beco me pieces of
gr ace for m p art of a l arger story of t he se nsori u m of t he s u b úr bi os. I n co nte n di ng
wit h Rio’s r aci alize d urb a n l a n dsc a pe a n d ho w it is se nse d a n d m a de se nse of, I look
to w h at I c all t he s alvi fic se nsori u m, a ki n d of se nse d s p ace a n d territory t h at exists
by e ng agi ng t he se nses wit h a divi ne alterity t h at reco n fig ures wort h a n d te m por ality.
It is affectively ge ner ative, if fleeti ngly so, a n d c a p acio us e no ug h to be o pe n to bot h
o pti mis m a n d its cr uelties. [s e ns es; aff ect; rac e; val u e; P e nt ec ostalis m; Brazil]
N O T E S
Ack no wle dg me nts T h e r es earc h t hat c o ntri b ut e d t o t his articl e  w o ul d n ot ha v e b e e n
p ossi bl e  wit h o ut t h e  ma n y i n di vi d uals a n d fa mili es i n t h e  w est er n s úb urbios w h o o p e n e d t h eir
d o ors t o  m e a n d  m y fa mil y. T his articl e has b e e n r ea d, i n vari o us it erati o ns, b y  ma n y p e o pl e
w h os e s u bsta nti v e c o m m e nts s ha p e d t h e  w or k. T ha n k y o u t o Sa n dra T er esa  H y d e,  K e vi n
L e wis  O’ N eill, Lisa St e v e ns o n, Erica  Ca pl e Ja m es,  D o n na  G ol dst ei n, St e p ha ni e Sa v ell, Sia n
Lazar, S etra g  Ma n o u kia n, Ja m es Lai dla w, a n d  R e b ecca Pr e ntic e, as  w ell as t o  Gra ha m  D e n y er
Willis,  w h o has r ea d it  m or e t ha n a n y o n e. I als o o w e a d e bt of gratit u d e t o t h e  U ni v ersit y of
Ca m bri d g e  Writi n g  Gr o u p, es p eciall y t o L ys  Alca y na- St e v e ns,  Matt S o m er villl e, a n d  H u g h
t h e cat. T ha n k y o u t o t h e C ult ur al A nt hro pology e dit orial t ea m, b ut es p eciall y t o  C y m e n e  H o w e,
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